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Writing Conference Interruptions:
Can They Be Productive?
by Michael Wenk, Ph.D.,
Jefferson County Schools
In a study of a third-grade classroom, I learned that 
interruptions occur frequently during writing confer-
ences. Call it chaos theory or Murphy’s Law or life in 
an elementary classroom: interruptions happen. Breaks 
in writing conferences included the following:
• a student needed help with ideas for his story
• a student required assistance with a computer
• a student chased a moth across the room
• a student fell out of a chair
• a student presented a draft to be checked by the  
 teacher
Interruptions – when the teacher stops conferring 
with a student to manage another situation – often 
deal with classroom management issues. These are not 
necessarily addressing behavior problems as much as 
keeping a classroom running smoothly. Most of the 
interruptions I observed, however, were instructional; 
that is, the teacher took time away from a conference 
to assist another student with their writing. In looking 
at interruptions, it might be helpful to consider ways to 
prevent them, and, if they do happen, to reduce their 
impact. Additionally, we might make a useful distinc-
tion between an interruption that is a distraction and 
an interruption that is a learning experience.
Theoretical Framework: Why Do 
Teachers and Students Confer?
We can credit Donald Murray and Donald Graves 
with many of the writing practices we employ in our 
classrooms today. Murray and Graves were particularly 
interested in the work of writers – what writers do 
and how they write. Long before he taught writing 
methods courses, Donald Murray won a 1954 Pulit-
zer Prize for editorials he wrote for the Boston Herald; 
then, in 1968 he published A Writer Teaches Writing: 
A Practical Method of Teaching Composition. In his 
groundbreaking book, he advocated for ideas like 
teachers writing alongside their students, the writing 
process, and writing conferences. For Murray (1968), 
“The content of a writing course belongs to the 
student, not to the teacher” (p. 16). Because content 
is unique to each student, Murray emphasized that 
“the teacher of writing must be able to get out from 
behind the desk, to face students individually, to be 
encouraging to one and discouraging to another, to 
lead one student, drive another, support a third” (p. 
17). His approach likened teachers to athletic coaches, 
developing each student's individual potential (p. 18). 
Murray described the writing conference as a vehicle 
for instruction: while “the teacher must be available 
with all of his skill,” Murray said, “it is a student who 
ultimately has to teach himself ” (p. 151).
Studies of elementary school children in the 1970’s 
enabled Donald Graves to build on the work of 
Donald Murray, to frame composition via an elemen-
tary classroom rather than a university setting. Graves 
(1983) explored topics about writing instruction that 
are paramount to teachers today: finding time for writ-
ing instruction, publishing student writing, organizing 
the classroom for writing, conducting a writing con-
ference, revising and editing, and even handwriting. 
Like Murray, Graves was concerned with the develop-
ment of each student’s individual writing ability. Both 
scholars were also interested in the dynamic between 
teacher and student, using talk as a means to promote 
growth in writing. Graves capitalized on Bruner's 
(1978) concept of scaffolding as the foundation of the 
writing conference. Graves (1983) described scaffold-
ing as “temporary structures” that change as the child 
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grows (p. 271). While the scaffolding evolves to meet 
the needs of the child, the principles behind scaffold-
ing do not. For example, conferences should always 
be encouraging as well as predictable, so that students 
are willing to take risks, and teachers must narrow the 
focus of a conference and be willing to let students take 
the lead (p. 274).
Literacy practices, such as a writing conference, serve as 
a vehicle for teachers to erect the scaffolding children 
need to extend their abilities. In a writing conference, 
we can see Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development 
(1978) at work as the expert (teacher) assists the novice 
(student), stretching the child’s abilities, for example, 
from sentences to paragraphs. A teacher might offer a 
mentor text as scaffolding, or connect conference dia-
logue to a prior mini-lesson. Brandt and Clinton (2002) 
describe talking as “the primary medium for teaching 
reading and writing and for negotiating understandings 
of written language” (p. 341). The writing conference 
exemplifies the social nature of learning and elevates the 
roles of expert and novice in a child’s development.
After nearly fifty years, writing conferences still seem 
like cutting-edge instruction. A survey of primary 
teachers conducted by Cutler and Graham (2008) 
shows that a process approach to writing that employs 
activities to support writers, such as writing confer-
ences, still takes a back seat to traditional skills instruc-
tion, like grammar lessons or spelling practice (p. 916).  
In my roles of curriculum specialist, university meth-
ods instructor, and instructional coach, I have heard 
teachers say they do not feel like there is time for con-
ferences, or do not feel efficacious in conferring with 
students. Conferences can test a teacher’s classroom 
management skills, and teachers may not be rewarded 
in evaluations for their efforts. In an era of high stakes 
testing and teacher accountability, conferences can seem 
frivolous; instead, whole class instruction around basic 
skills may find favor in classrooms where teachers face 
enormous pressure to raise test scores. After a semester 
of studying and rehearsing writing conferences in a 
writing methods course, a pre-service teacher in my 
methods class described conferring as “so simple but so 
complicated.”
One of the texts I have pre-service teachers read is 
Carl Anderson’s How’s It Going? (2000). I like the way 
Anderson frames writing conferences as conversations, 
and I admire his design for writing conferences (stu-
dent leads and then teacher leads). Anderson offers 
numerous “research questions” teachers can ask when 
conducting writing conferences (p. 41). My educa-
tion students have these questions with them as they 
confer with children at a local elementary school. I find 
Anderson’s “architecture of a mini-lesson” (p. 141) to be 
clear and practical, and I require students to apply this 
process when they implement their own mini-lessons. 
In addition, I appreciate the nuts-and-bolts description 
of how to conduct conferences, particularly from the 
perspective of classroom management.
A source of tension that continually surfaces for my 
methods students is when the content of their course 
texts doesn’t correspond with what they observe in 
practice. They are quick to find flaws in the writing 
conferences I conduct in the “fishbowl” or that they 
watch on video, which match the spirit of Anderson’s 
book but do not always follow his established script. 
Another issue arises when pre-service teachers observe 
their cooperating teachers at their practicum site and 
notice subtle and not-so-subtle differences in the way 
these veteran teachers confer as compared to what we 
learn in our methods class. For example, Anderson tells 
his young students “they should never, ever interrupt 
me to ask for help while I was conferring with one of 
their classmates” (Anderson, 2008, p. 168). And yet 
pre-service teachers witness elementary students fre-
quently interrupting writing conferences. It leads many 
of my pre-service teachers to believe their cooperating 
teacher is not strict enough or the students are unruly.
The most compelling story that unfolded in this study 
of writing conferences was about interruptions. As a 
long-time practitioner, I was quick to align myself with 
Anderson’s (2000) rule that interruptions should not be 
allowed. As a researcher, I had to set aside my assump-
tions and ask, What is the nature of these interruptions? 
How does the teacher address them? How do students 
respond? A closer look – the purpose of this article – will 
reveal that not all interruptions are adverse, and that 
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master teachers approach the commandments of writ-
ing instruction with a mixture of fidelity and flexibility.
Participants, Site, 
and Data Collection
For this study I made 13 visits to the classroom of Ms. 
Decker (a pseudonym), who had graciously consented 
to the study and also identified three willing partic-
ipants from her third-grade classroom. At the time 
of this study, Ms. Decker was in her seventh year of 
teaching. A district official described her as a leader in 
her building in terms of implementing sound instruc-
tional practices in her writing workshop. Ms. Decker 
maintains a structured learning environment, while 
still giving students opportunities to move around the 
room, socialize with peers, and make choices about 
activities and assignments. Her students know how 
to transition quickly, with her encouragement, from 
one activity to another. As part of Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Support, a school-wide approach 
to classroom management (see www.pbis.org), Ms. 
Decker focuses on positive behavior in her classroom, 
awards points when students are exhibiting good 
behavior, and smiles good-naturedly when things do 
not always go according to plan. Her enthusiasm is 
contagious, inspiring spontaneous questions, active 
participation in lessons, and a desire to work together 
in productive ways.
Although located in a suburban district, the school 
where Ms. Decker teaches is diverse and highly 
impacted. While 45% of the approximately 600 
students are Hispanic, the school’s website reports that 
over 26 languages are spoken in the school. Ms. Deck-
er’s classroom is bright and airy, with large windows 
opening to the east. A few computers stand ready on 
the perimeter of the classroom, in-between bookcases 
and supplies. Ms. Decker’s desk sits in a corner, rarely 
used when students are in the classroom. She is gen-
erally on her feet, traveling from student to student, 
or conducting a whole class lesson at the SmartBoard. 
Student desks are arranged in pods of four, to facilitate 
conversation among students. During the conferences 
I observed, a productive chatter could always be heard 
in the background, rarely rising to a level that required 
disciplinary action.
For writing instruction, the school district has pro-
moted Calkins’ (2006) workshop model, and so writing 
time generally begins with a mini-lesson about aspects 
of writing, such as a problem and solution for a story. 
Teacher modeling and plenty of dialogue take place as 
students sit on the floor in front of Ms. Decker’s Smart-
Board. Then, with instructions for independent writing 
time, Ms. Decker retreats to her bean-shaped confer-
ring table in the corner of the room, while students find 
comfortable places to write. It was at this table that I 
observed Ms. Decker interact with three students who 
consented to the study: Alisha, John, and Colin (all 
pseudonyms). Alisha, whose family came to the United 
States from Nepal, is inquisitive and gregarious, often 
asking me questions during interviews and sometimes 
becoming so excited during conferences that she 
gasps for breath between utterances. John, a quiet but 
self-assured young Latino, says little during conferences 
and interviews, but always works cooperatively with 
the teacher and his peers. Colin, who is white, demon-
strates thoughtful and independent traits and is not 
afraid to contradict adults with his opinion.
I was able to observe the entire writing block, which 
lasted about 45-60 minutes. During mini-lessons I took 
notes and collected files that Ms. Decker had displayed 
on the SmartBoard. When writing block shifted to 
independent writing time, I recorded conferences with 
a video camera. I was able to film 12 conferences in all, 
four for each participating student. After writing block, 
when students went to specials, I had an opportunity 
to watch some selected clips from the conferences with 
Ms. Decker. I worked from an interview protocol that 
had been developed early in the study, asking questions 
about goals for the conference, the general reaction 
to the conference, and the moves the teacher made. I 
returned within a few days to interview students (sep-
arately), asking each of them for their reaction to their 
conference, if the teacher’s advice would be applied to 
their writing, and their opinion about what the teacher 
did during the conference. In all, I conducted 12 
interviews with these three students and five interviews 
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with Ms. Decker. Each interview was audio-recorded. 
Finally, I made photocopies of artifacts such as lesson 
plans from the teacher and samples of student writing.
Findings
Graves (1983) acknowledges, “There will always be a 
certain level of interruption with young children” (p. 
144). Because conferences do not occur in isolation, 
but rather in active classrooms inhabited by individ-
uals who possess lots of agendas, conferences could 
be viewed by educators as positively and productively 
porous. Many teachers regularly employ this concept 
when they hold conferences at student desks instead of 
a conferring table, fully aware that other students will 
overhear the conversation. However, a different stan-
dard exists when conferences are held in a designated 
conferring space and students are warned not to inter-
rupt the one-on-one dialogue. No matter where the 
conference was held, Ms. Decker consistently applied 
the same standard: all are welcome.
Ms. Decker, while firm and consistent with her expec-
tations for third graders, possesses an easygoing nature 
when dealing with interruptions. Her initial reactions 
to interruptions range from deep interest to bemuse-
ment to chagrin; ultimately, she is interested in helping 
everybody while maintaining a productive environment 
for writing. This desire to help sometimes comes with a 
perceived cost, which Ms. Decker noted in one of our 
interviews. During a video review of a conference with 
John, for example, Ms. Decker pointed out there was a 
lot of “wasted time” for John as she dealt with the needs 
of his classmates. “I have to stop every minute or two 
to make sure to get out those positive behavior models 
or answer kids’ questions,” she explained. While some 
interruptions are clearly exasperating for the teacher or 
the conferee, in general, interruptions fulfilled some 
kind of productive purpose.
Types of Interruptions
Four types of interruptions occur during writing confer-
ences in Ms. Decker’s classroom: issuing positive behavior 
models; checking student work; answering questions; and, 
expanding the conference to include other voices. 
Issuing positive behavior models.  During a writing 
conference, Ms. Decker interacts with the student 
sitting across the bean-shaped table from her, but at the 
same time monitors her class, which she faces from the 
back corner of the room. When she notices the noise 
level getting louder, or when she sees students who are 
off task instead of writing, she will direct her attention 
away from the student in the conference and toward 
the rest of the class. In some cases, Ms. Decker will 
wait for a natural break in the conference before issuing 
what she calls positive behavior models. For example, in a 
conference with Colin, she waits until he is writing on 
his paper before she speaks (in a positive but assertive 
tone of voice): “Joe, thanks for being on task. Give your 
table a point. Sarah, I don't hear your voice. Give your 
table a point.” Issuing positive behavior models – part 
of the school-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Support program – helps to manage the level of 
conversation during independent writing time, since 
socialization is a key element of Ms. Decker’s writing 
workshop.
Checking student work.  Students are not discour-
aged from approaching the table while a conference is 
going on; in fact, they are required to have Ms. Decker 
check their work, such as a draft or a story map, before 
they continue the process of writing. While check-
ing student work, Ms. Decker will try to manage the 
conference as seamlessly as possible. During a confer-
ence, for example, she will ask Alisha a question, and 
then scan the work of the student who needs their 
work checked while Alisha considers an answer to the 
question. During this time she might say “perfect!” and 
hand back the draft to the student so they can continue 
to work, and then quickly resume the conference. For 
Ms. Decker, checking student work while a writing 
conference is going on serves three important func-
tions: monitoring the progress of students as they work 
independently, offering validation to the work students 
have produced, and serving as models of writing for the 
student in the conference. 
Answering student questions.  Common questions 
asked while Ms. Decker is conferring with a student 
involve seeking permission for bathroom visits, needing 
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clarity on the logistics of a writing assignment, or asking 
for the teacher’s input on non-writing matters. During a 
conference with John, the rest of the students are typing 
their final drafts on computers, which are acting up. 
Issues with computers bring a steady stream of students 
seeking help during John’s conference. Each inquiry is 
received graciously by Ms. Decker, who replies expe-
diently and thoroughly, for example, “You’re finished? 
Great! Check with your table group to see what you can 
do next.”
Expanding the conference to include other voices. 
Expanding the conference sometimes puts the young 
writer in dialogue with peers or resources. For example, 
Colin found a word he needed (“extraordinary”) by 
leaving the conferring table and reading Ms. Decker’s 
outline on the SmartBoard. In other cases, students 
“outside” of the conference provide more than just a 
brief interlude with a quick question; they actually 
join the conference. The two most productive cases I 
observed involved Alisha, who welcomed peers into her 
conference. In one case, two boys joined the confer-
ence and left with different ideas about how to create 
their stories. In another conference, Alisha’s partner 
in a classmate biography project joined a conference 
in progress to help Alisha generate an outline about 
his life. I would call these interactions “manufactured 
serendipity,” meaning they happen somewhat organ-
ically but are also the result of strategic facilitation by 
the teacher.
Ways to Approach Interruptions
Based on my analysis of 12 conference transcripts, 
I identified three categories that describe how Ms. 
Decker positively approached interruptions to writing 
conferences. First, she attempted to mitigate inter-
ruptions by heading them off before they happened. 
Second, when interruptions happened, she enacted 
techniques to minimize their impact to the student she 
was conferring with. Finally, she maximized interrup-
tions that had the potential to add to student learning, 
both “inside” and “outside” of the conference.
Mitigate interruptions. During writing conferences, 
Ms. Decker deftly handled but also tried to avert 
interruptions. For example, students who had a ques-
tion about the spelling of a word or an issue with the 
computer were trained to ask a peer before approaching 
her during a conference. Graves (1983) encourages 
teachers to work with the entire class to deal with 
patterns of interruptions as they arise: What do you do 
if you can’t spell a word? What do you do if you can’t 
think of an idea? (p. 144). Anderson (2000) suggests 
leaving time during writing workshop for the inevitable 
issues that arise. He schedules a few conferences but 
then leaves time for impromptu conferences (p. 168). 
Finally, Fletcher and Portalupi (2001) recommend that 
teachers keep conferences short: define an issue, talk 
about options, and then move on (p. 57). Approach-
ing writing conferences in this way will mitigate many 
interruptions.
Minimize interruptions. I noticed a number of 
techniques Ms. Decker employed to smooth over 
interruptions for the students with whom she was 
conferring. One subtle but effective technique for 
minimizing interruptions was to divert the student in 
the conference to another task while she addressed the 
interruption. A conference held at a computer station 
enabled Colin to type while Ms. Decker was occupied 
with another student. During another conference, 
while Ms. Decker checked another student’s work, John 
put pencil to paper to revise his writing based on ideas 
from the conference. When Ms. Decker’s attention 
was diverted in another conference, Colin seemed to 
ponder what he wrote or what he could write. When 
each interruption was resolved, Ms. Decker did her best 
to quickly and smoothly transition back into the flow 
of the conference. During the interruption, she some-
times kept her finger on the place in the child’s writing, 
so as to pick up where they left off. Often she placed 
her hand on the sleeve of the conferee to let them 
know they were not forgotten. She usually restarted 
the conference by rephrasing what was said prior to 
the interruption. And finally, as much as possible, Ms. 
Decker kept interruptions brief.
Maximize learning. Expanding conferences to spon-
taneously include a significant role for other students 
did not happen regularly during my observations. 
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Conferences were more likely to be interrupted by 
issuing positive behavior models, students asking ques-
tions, or checking student work. It was Ms. Decker 
who observed that some of her students managed 
interruptions better than others: John was a student 
who, she noted, probably needed a shorter conference 
with very few interruptions. Alisha, on the other hand, 
readily engaged with her peers in two of the four con-
ferences in which I observed her. Colin’s conferences 
never included the participation of other students; 
instead, his conferences tended to be longer and 
interrupted more often by requests for help. Certain 
circumstances fostered expanded conferences: Alisha’s 
texts followed Ms. Decker’s rubrics more closely and 
she was much more social than John or Colin. Mean-
while, the texts produced by Colin and John required 
more attention from Ms. Decker, especially in terms 
of surface features (like spelling or punctuation). It is 
important to note that although they were not expres-
sive when peers were present, Colin and John may 
have been receptive, which might mean their learning 
increased via interruptions as well.
Manufacturing Serendipity:
What It Looks Like
Cazden (1996) reminds us that Vygotsky’s (1978) 
research experiments reflected the interaction between a 
teacher and a student. She tells us that, in most descrip-
tions of Zone of Proximal Development, scaffolding is 
constructed by the teacher for an individual student. 
This version of ZPD frames the traditional view of a 
writing conference perfectly. However, in classrooms, 
more assistance tends to be given in groups rather than 
to individuals (Cazden, 1996). That is, group interac-
tion is more the norm than one-on-one interaction. 
Erickson (1996) questions how a single student can 
really enter the Zone of Proximal Development in a 
classroom where interaction is messy: 
Children stumble over each other in conversa-
tion. They may complete each other's clauses 
and turns at talk. They may take turns away 
from each other. The pullings and counterpull-
ings, the ebbs and flows of mutual influence 
in the conversation, are not just between one 
student and a teacher at a given time but rather 
among many students–sometimes among teams 
of students–and the teacher. (p. 32)
Erickson is less concerned about how the Zone of Prox-
imal Development encompasses engagement between 
novice and expert and more concerned about how ZPD 
engages multiple voices. 
While the writing conference has typically been 
portrayed as bidirectional, conversations in the class-
room—and in the larger world—they are much more 
likely to be multiparty, even when only two people are 
present. For example, when my spouse and I talk over 
breakfast, usually the newspaper is spread out in front 
of us, and our conversation transcends the dining room 
table to include reporters, politicians, editorial writers, 
criminals, do-gooders, and anyone else featured in the 
pages of the newspaper. When a teacher reads aloud 
Art and Max (Wiesner, 2010), a conversation occurs 
between Art and Max, among the characters and the 
children seated before the teacher, among teacher and 
students—then migrates to hallways, playgrounds, 
carpools, and homes. In a writing conference, the con-
versation can become multiparty when a teacher intro-
duces a mentor text, or asks the student to remember 
how a classmate used an exclamation point in a poem. 
It can also become multiparty when students interrupt 
the conference with their questions, ideas, and concerns 
about writing.
A particular conference with Alisha demonstrates the 
porous and expansive nature of multiparty dialogue. 
On this day students were planning adventure sto-
ries by creating story webs to explain their problem/
solution and describe their characters. Ms. Decker was 
conferring with Alisha during her pre-writing stage. 
Ms. Decker demonstrated active listening by describing 
key phrases and ideas on sticky notes, by giving full eye 
contact, and by asking probing questions. She peppered 
Alisha with a series of questions: “Tell me about Alien 
Jimmy. How does he give powers? Why doesn’t he want 
anyone to use their powers? Is this the problem of the 
story?” Alisha readily replied to Ms. Decker’s questions 
by explaining that Alien Jimmy does not want his 
friends to get into trouble with their teacher by using 
their powers at school. Her solution to the problem: 
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Alien Jimmy holds a conference with the students and 
they decide to only use their powers outside of school.
Then, an interruption: Ms. Decker asks Alisha to read 
the rubric about character development, which is on 
the computer between them, while she confers with 
other students about their story maps. Alisha reads the 
rubric intently, and then the conference resumes:
Ms. Decker: You have a great problem. Tell me 
how you would make a strong character.
Alisha: I would make strong characters by using 
names of his friends.
Ms. Decker: How else?
Alisha: I think I would make them strong by telling 
what they look like.
Ms. Decker: Tell me what he looks like.
Alisha: He looks like human but he has a slimy 
face.
Ms. Decker: What color is he?
Alisha: Green.
Ms. Decker: Is he big or small?
Alisha: Small—He’s like a little baby!
Ms. Decker: Small like a baby?
Alisha: Mmm-hmm.
Another student, Joe, sits at the table for nearly a 
minute while the conference goes on, listening to the 
exchange between the teacher and Alisha. Finally, Ms. 
Decker nods to Joe.
Joe: I’m still very stuck.
Ms. Decker: Tell me what you’re stuck with.
Joe: So, how am I gonna make this…so, I have to 
make the characters from the other ones?
Ms. Decker: No, you don’t have to at all. You could 
do a new character. Do you want Alisha to tell you 
about her character?
Joe: Yeah.
Ms. Decker: Alisha, tell him about your character.
Alisha: My character is Alien Jimmy. If you want to 
make your character strong, use his name and how 
he looks like. And use like, describe him.
Ms. Decker: So, she’s writing about aliens.
Joe: I like aliens.
Ms. Decker: Perfect, would you like to write about 
an alien?
Joe: Umm-hmm.
Ms. Decker: What do you say to Alisha for the 
idea?
Joe: Thanks, Alisha. See you later.
Even while the first part of the conference appears to 
be bidirectional, with the teacher scaffolding Alisha 
through the use of questions and sticky notes, the 
conference includes other voices. Before the conference, 
Ms. Decker had presented a mini-lesson to the class, 
and together the class brainstormed how to create a 
character. When Alisha describes how she can create 
the character of Alien Jimmy, those voices join the 
conversation. However, the conversation truly becomes 
multiparty when Joe joins the conference. Joe claims to 
be stuck, not with how to create a character, but what 
character he needs to create. With some initial clarifica-
tion (“You could do a new character”) provided by Ms. 
Decker, the conversation shifts to ideas. Joe is excited 
about Alisha’s alien, and leaves ready to write, no longer 
stuck. Erickson (1996) describes how scaffolding can 
be provided by various parties in the classroom, not just 
the teacher. In this case, Alisha has reinforced for herself 
the idea of what constitutes a character through her 
conversation with Joe and the teacher, and Joe learns 
that his classmates can serve as the source of ideas when 
he becomes stuck. 
Conclusion
Conversations like this disrupt the notion of what 
Bruffee (1999) calls “the authority of knowledge,” in 
which all knowledge flows from the teacher (p. 151). 
In reality, “Knowledge is a social construct, a consen-
sus among members of a community of knowledge-
able peers: a group of physicians or bankers or bakers 
together, students together, entrepreneurs together, 
even employers and employees together” (Bruffee, p. 
xiv). Most teachers are fully aware of this phenome-
non: they experience it as they conduct quick confer-
ences at tables where students are working on their 
writing. Students engage in these conversations even 
when they only listen; often, engagement means the 
conference involves everyone at the table. The physical 
act of putting words onto paper may be temporarily 
halted, but composing does not stop. It works in other 
scenarios, too, such as a read-aloud, when children 
(kindergarteners or 12th graders) are encouraged to 
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interrupt their teacher’s performance out of sheer 
excitement in sharing their observations about a story 
or poem. Engaging in messy, multiparty dialogue reg-
ularly in classrooms might ultimately foster disruption 
rather than submission, such as contesting a politician’s 
speech in real-time with internal (or vocalized) cri-
tique, or challenging the credibility of Facebook news 
items.
A noble experiment, then, is to try to conduct these 
multiparty conversations as skillfully as the bidirec-
tional writing conferences depicted in Anderson’s How’s 
It Going? (2000). Erickson (1996) envisions “many 
participants, all of them continually ‘on task,’ albeit 
working on different kinds of tasks, some of which may 
be at cross purposes with others” (p. 33). As multiparty 
talk transpires, Erickson worries about traffic jams (p. 
34). Conversations should be conducive to learning, 
not inhibit it. The teacher must orchestrate conversa-
tions in ways that scaffold for all students who need 
assistance. Cazden (1996) writes that “group scaffolds 
are conceivable, in which ZPDs for individual members 
will differ but within a range that makes collaboration 
in a common effort still possible” (p. 175). During a 
literacy block, the teacher must demonstrate flexibility, 
allowing for some students to receive uninterrupted 
conferring while providing opportunities for multiparty 
conversation. Not only is there a measure of efficiency 
when learning is scaffolded by multiparty conversation, 
but it also resembles how human beings operate in the 
world. 
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